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THE  INEFFICIENCY  OF  THE  EXPERTS 

"The  very  stone  which  the  builders  rejected 
has  become  the  head  of  the  corner.  " 

Luke   20:17 


"Take  the  bus  and  leave  the  driving  to  us."  That 
sign,  and  we  have  all  seen  it,  might  well  serve  as  the 
motto  of  the  expert-oriented  society.   Trust  us  and 
we'll  take  the  worry  out  of  living  for  you.   Step  on 
board,  pay  your  fare,  sit  back,  relax.   Don't  fret 
about  urban  sprawl,  let  city  planning  experts  handle 
it.   Don't  fret  about  the  quality  of  public  education. 
Let  the  experts  see  to  it.   Don't  fret  about  crime  and 
punishment .   Let  the  experts  cope  with  it .   Ours  is  an 
expert-oriented  society. 

It  is  not  my  desire  to  belittle  the  experts.  How- 
ever, one  feels  constrained  to  warn  that  the  experts 
can  be  wrong.   Remember  the  Edsel.   Remember  the  poll- 
sters who  had  Dewey  overwhelming  Truman.   Remember 
those  who  bade  us  watch  for  the  "no  show"  comet 
Khahoutec.   Remember  that  Beethoven  in  his  lifetime 
was  dubbed  a  failure  by  most  of  the  critics.   Remember 
that  it  was  an  enlightened  church  that  once  branded 
Pierre  Teilhard  DeChardin  a  heretic. 


A  close  reading  of  the  chronicle  of  Holy  Week  will 
reveal  a  throbbing  tension  between  the  experts  and  the 
amateurs.   This  was  so  true  throughout  most  of  Jesus' 
life  that  at  one  point  he  was  moved  to  pray,  "I  thank 
thee,  Father,  that  thou  has  hidden  these  things  from 
the  wise  and  understanding  and  revealed  them  to  babes . 
Yea,  Father,  for  such  was  thy  gracious  will." 

(Mt.  11:25) 

Generally  speaking  it  was  the  common  people  who 
heard  Jesus  gladly.   We  read  in  Luke  19:4-7-48  that 
"the  chief  priests  and  the  scribes  and  the  principal 


men  of  the  people  (the  experts)  sought  to  destroy  him; 
but  they  did  not  find  anything  they  could  do,  for  all 
the  people  hung  upon  his  words."   Or  again,  in  the 
following  chapter  it  is  written  that  "the  scribes  and 
the  chief  priests  (the  experts)  tried  to  lay  hands  on 
him  at  that  very  hour,  but  they  feared  the  people." 

(Luke  20:15) 

One  day  in  exasperation  the  Pharisees  said  to  one 
another  "You  see  that  you  can  do  nothing.   Look,  the 
world  has  gone  after  him."  (John  12:19)   An  exaggera- 
tion to  be  sure,  but  there  had  to  be  something  there 
to  exaggerate.   When  the  officers  commissioned  to  ar- 
rest Jesus  came  back  without  him,  the  Pharisees  said, 
"Why  did  you  not  bring  him?"   They  said  "No  man  ever 
spoke  like  this  man."   The  Pharisees  answered,  "Are 
you  led  astray  also!   Have  any  of  the  authorities  of 
the  Pharisees  (the  experts)  believed  in  him?  (John  7:48) 

It  is  true  that  only  days  later  the  crowd  that  so 
gladly  hailed  Jesus  was  to  shout  "Crucify  Him."   But 
this  was  only  because  the  people  had  been  massaged  and 
manipulated  by  the  authorities,  and  infiltrated  by 
paid  demonstrators.   The  fact  of  the  matter  is  that 
the  religious  amateurs  of  his  day  warmed  to  Jesus! 

I  do  not  wish  to  idealize  the  Populist  mind.  They 
were  not  angels.   They  were  not  saints.   They  were  not 
seers.   But  they  did  detect  a  quality  of  love  in  Jesus' 
actions  and  a  quality  of  truth  in  his  words  that  they 
had  not  known  before. 

What  then  of  the  experts?   Ironically,  they  missed 
the  glory  that  was  passing  by.   To  describe  and  height- 
en this  drastic  failure,  Jesus  alluded  to  a  legend  in 
Jewish  history,  a  legend  referred  to  In  the  118th 
Psalm  and  in  several  other  places  in  the  New  Testament. 
The  story  has  to  do  with  the  rearing  of  Solomon's  tem- 
ple.  You  will  recall  that  all  of  the  heavy  hammering 
for  that  building  was  done  away  from  the  temple  site. 
As  I  Kings  reports,  "The  house  when  it  was  in  building 
was  built  of  stone  made  ready  before  it  was  brought 
thither  so  that  there  was  neither  hammer  nor  axe  nor 
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any  tool  of  iron  heard  in  the  house  while  it  was  in 
building.  (I  Kings  6:7),   It  must  have  been  one  of  the 
quietest  construction  operations  in  history! 

But  as  the  story  has  it ,  there  was  one  stone  that 
kept  getting  in  the  way  of  the  builders.   They  would 
stumble  over  it  again  and  again.   They  knew  where  all 
the  other  stones  were  to  go  but  this  stone  was  a  nui- 
sance and  a  misfit.   So,  they  had  it  carted  off  away 
from  the  construction  area.   Eventually,  however,  when 
they  needed  the  keystone  for  the  arch,  it  was  to  that 
discarded  stone  that  they  had  to  turn .   Hence ,  the 
words  of  Jesus :  "The  very  stone  which  the  builders 
(the  experts)  rejected  has  become  the  head  of  the  cor- 
ner." According  to  the  dictionary,  a  keystone  is  that 
wedge-shaped  piece  at  the  summit  of  the  arch  that  is 
regarded  as  holding  all  the  other  pieces  together. 
This  was  the  piece  that  the  builders  blew!   The  inef- 
ficiency of  the  experts. 


The  tension  between  the  experts  and  the  amateurs 
can  be  felt  in  our  time  too.   It  might  be  described  as 
the  polarity  that  exists  between  the  enthusiasts  and 
the  establishment . 

It  would  be  easy  on  a  Palm  Sunday  occasion  to  vil- 
lify  the  experts  and  make  the  amateurs  the  heroes  of 
the  piece.   However,  the  Hebrew  tradition,  represented 
by  the  scribes  and  priests  and  Pharisees,  had  made  a 
substantial  religious  contribution  to  the  world.  These 
men  whom  we  sometimes  see  as  ogres  were  committed  to 
bequeathing  to  the  world  the  highest  form  of  religion 
that  men  had  known  up  to  that  time:   A  belief  that  God 
is  one,  that  God  is  spirit,  that  God  works  in  history, 
and  that  faith  has  its  ethical  demands. 

Shouts  of  Hosanna  made  for  an  exciting  expression 
of  religious  enthusiasm,  but  enthusiasm  is  hardly 
enough.   Faith  must  also  educate.   It  has  its  intellec- 
tual and  conceptual  side  as  well.   "What  shall  we  tell 
the  children?"  mothers  and  fathers  ask.   When  we  raise 
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that  question  we  need  something  more  than  enthusiasm. 
We  need  to  know  how  to  order  our  thoughts  about  the 
faith. 

And  faith  must  also  worship.   Mystery  has  been 
described  as  "the  dancing  partner  of  truth."   We  can- 
not live  on  ecstasy  alone.   There  must  be  a  continuing 
relationship  to  mystery,  and  this  is  essentially  what 
worship  is  all  about,  keeping  in  touch  with  mystery. 

It  has  been  seriously  alleged  by  a  mystical  writer 
of  our  day  that  in  a  very  real  sense  the  church  is 
here  to  mediate  the  mystery  rather  than  to  lay  the 
mystery  bare. 

Monica  Furlong  sees  worship  as  a  buffer  for  the 
divine  splendor  that  might  otherwise  overpower  us. 
She  writes:  "Although  on  the  face  of  it  the  church 
seems  to  exist  to  help  its  adherents  into  relationship 
with  God,  it  equally,  and  perhaps  essentially,  plays 
the  opposite  role  of  trying  to  filter  out  an  experience 
of  transcendence  which  might  be  overwhelming.   A  high- 
ly developed  liturgy,  such  as  the  Roman  Mass,  can  be 
seen  as  the  tracing  out  in  drama  of  a  reality  which 
the  participants  could  not  bear  to  experience  too  often, 
yet  which  they  wish  to  be  kept  in  touch  with.   The 
church's  role,"  she  concludes,  "is  to  maintain  a  bal- 
ance between  the  mystical  experience  and  ordinary  life, 
thus  making  a  contribution  to  sanity."  1  Enthusiasm 
alone  is  not  enough.   The  experts  are  not  to  be  de- 
rided out  of  hand. 

But  what  our  text  clearly  shows  is  that  the  re- 
ligious establishment  can  be  counterproductive.   It 
can  stifle  the  very  faith  it  was  meant  to  foster.   It 
can  become  closed  to  the  very  God  it  purports  to  serve. 
It  can  see  itself  as  end  rather  than  means.   It  was  a 
psychologist,  David  Bakan,  who  defined  idolatry  as  "a 
loss  of  the  sense  of  search,  of  the  sense  of  the  fresh- 
ness of  experience."  2_   In  this  light  the  church  has 
often  been  idolatrous,  void  of  a  sense  of  search  and 
a  sense  of  the  freshness  of  experience. 
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In  this  connection  I  cite  the  witness  of  two  pro- 
vocative contemporary  minds.   One  is  that  of  our  friend 
from  across  the  street  at  Union  Seminary,  Walter  Wink. 
In  his  book,  The  Bible  in  Human  Transformation,  Pro- 
fessor Wink  argues  that  much  present  day  biblical  schol- 
arship is  dishearteningly  arid.   We  see  an  almost  total 
detachment  of  the  biblical  critic  from  life.   He  or  she 
is  not  often  related  to  a  dynamic  community.   The  basic 
commitment  is  to  a  guild  of  like-minded  souls  around 
the  earth.   He  detects  a  bias  In  biblical  criticism 
that  works  to  eliminate  or  reduce  the  direct  action  of 
God  in  history.   It  Is  his  judgment  that  "the  modernist 
was  not  nearly  so  interested  in  being  changed  by  his 
reading  of  the  bible ,  as  in  changing  the  way  that  the 
bible  was  read  in  order  to  conform  It  to  the  modern 
spirit."  3   Meanwhile,  as  the  critics  attempted  to 
"naturalize"  the  bible,  the  common  people  read  it, 
stored  up  its  promises,  and  generated  faith  from  its 
pages. 

The  other  witness  is  that  of  an  Episcopal  scholar 
by  the  name  of  Morton  Kelsey,  who  argues  in  his  book, 
Encounter  With  God,  that  in  the  western  world  we  have 
been  trained  to  perceive  knowledge  through  our  minds 
and  senses  but  not  through  our  spirits .   In  short ,  we 
have  been  cut  off  from  the  eastern  tradition  in  which 
spirit  is  able  to  intuit  and  perceive  truth.   The  outer 
side  of  experience  we  can  handle.   We  fail  in  our  ne- 
glect of  the  inner  side  of  experience. 

Father  Kelsey  claims  that  when  we  eliminate  this 
dimension  of  knowing  from  Christian  experience  we  cut 
ourselves  off  from  the  New  Testament.   He  is  speaking 
of  such  things  as  healing  and  miracles ,  dreams  and  vi- 
sions, Inward  hearings,  intuitive  discernment,  direct 
knowledge  (which  is  akin  to  extrasensory  perception), 
direct  possession  of  a  human  agent  resulting  in  pro- 
phecy and  tongue-speaking  and  the  interpretation  of 
tongues.   He  makes  the  astounding  point  that  in  3,874- 
verses  out  of  7,957  in  the  New  Testament,  such  experi- 
ences are  described! 

Is  it  any  wonder  that  there  is  a  counter-culture 
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that  exists  in  enmity  against  the  church  for  its  ster- 
ile rationalism?   Psychiatrists  are  quick  to  describe 
what  happens  to  us  inside  in  the  unconscious  when  we 
neglect  spirit  as  a  form  of  perception.   Overtly  what 
happens  when  people  are  denied  the  immediacy  of  spirit 
with  spirit  is  that  they  turn  to  ouiji  boards  and  voo- 
doo, horoscopes  and  LSD,  phrenology  and  palm  reading, 
fortune-telling  and  the  like. 


A  tesnion  exists  between  the  enthusiasm  of  the 
people  and  the  resistance  of  the  experts.   On  that 
first  Palm  Sunday  the  crowd  was  right.   They  glimpsed 
what  the  experts  did  not  see.   "The  very  stone  which 
the  builders  rejected  has  become  the  head  of  the 
corner. " 

John  Mackay  used  to  speak  of  order  and  ardor 
struggling  for  domination  in  the  church.   We  have 
erred  too  often  on  the  side  of  order.   Ardor  becomes 
the  people  of  God.   Let  the  glad  Hosannas  ring! 
Amen  and  Amen! ! 


FOOTNOTES: 

1.  Furlong,  Monica,  Contemplating  Now,  p.  36, 
Hodder  6  Stoughton,  Sydney,  Australia,  1971 

2.  Wink,  Walter,  The  Bible  in  Human  Transformation, 
pp.  30-31,  Fortress  Press,  Philadelphia,  Pa.  1973 

3.  Ibid,  p.  13 
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